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K ata r z y n a  B a z a r n i k

Liberature
or on the Origin of (Literary) Species1

Just as in the natural world there occur mutations that originate a new 
type or species, in the world of literature there appear works such as Tris-
tram Shandy, Ulysses, Finnegans Wake or Un Coup de Dés, which seem 
such a new phenomenon that they force scholars to reformulate the lit-
erary typology. Sterne’s novel appeared at the time when the conventions 
of prose fiction (the novel) had just been codified (both as regards narra-
tion, typography and editorial practices).By introducing an element of 
the play with the reader, metatextual commentary and devices that em-
phasise visual and spatial features of writing, Tristram Shandy subverts 
the whole typology of the novel even before it has become fully formu-
lated, becoming for some the model novel, and for others the model anti- 

-novel, a self-reflexive treatise on writing a book.
Ulysses caused a comparable problem. The first readers were clear-

ly confused by its problematic generic affiliation. When asked what is 
his book, Joyce first answered in surprise that it was a novel. But Ulyss-
es, just as Tristram Shandy before, violated so many generic conventions 
that it was hard to classify it as a novel then. If it were a novel, then it 
was a very unconventional one. As T.S. Eliot remarked, Joyce “killed 
the nineteenth century, exposed the futility of all styles, and destroyed 
his own future”2 (as a novelist, which, in fact, turned out to be prophet-
ic since Finnegans Wake indeed exceeded the boundaries of any known 
literary genre). Jeri Johnson, the editor of the Oxford reprint of the first 
edition writes about this thus3:

Ulisses looked like a novel, but it also looked like drama, or catechism, or 
poety, or music depending on which page one happened to open. If the 
book played a little more fair – had it, say, used quotation marks to iden-
tify the speakers of dialogue and to make that dialogue more readily dis-

1 This is an edited English version of my paper given at the conference Od liberatury do e-literatury (From 
liberature to e-literature), University of Opole, 23 – 24 November 2009, Kamień Śląski. Forthcoming 
in Polish in the volume under the same title edited by Monika Górska-Olesińska and Eugeniusz Wilk 
in University of Opole Press. 

2 Richard Ellmann, James Joyce, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983, p. 528.
3 Jeri Johnson, “Introduction”, in: James Joyce, Ulysses, ed. Jeri Johnson, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

(1992) 1998, p. xiii.
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tinguishable from the circumambient prose, or had it provided a leisure-
ly preamble setting the scene and gently leading the reader towards a first 
encounter with Buck Mulligan and Stephen Dedalus, had there been less 
neologistic wordplay of the sort more usually found in poetry, or less psy-
chological verisimilitude, less parody, pastiche, or stylistic extravagance – it 
might have been recognised as a novel. That it wasn’t is simply because it 
isn’t – a novel, that is. Not quite. Or rather, it contains within itself at least 
one novel (…), but it also challenges, expands, even explodes that genre’s 
previously established conventions. Joyce himself began by calling it a nov-
el, soon abandoned this for ‘epic’, encyclopaedia’, or even maleditissimo ro-
manzaccione [ ‘damned monstrously big novel’, ed. note. ], and finally set-
tled simply for ‘book’.

So by giving the readers Ulysses and then Finnegans Wake, Joyce may have 
influenced not only our understanding of the novel, but also offered 
something so radically new that it would call for a separate definition.

In her introduction Jeri Johnson mentions these features of Ulysses 
that contribute to its originality: an innovative treatment of textuality 
as a network of relations permeating the language of the characters and 
narrators and the ensuing, peculiar time-space of overlapping worlds: the 
represented and the representing ones, a multiplicity of schemas-skele-
tons which Joyce filled with the textual “flesh” (one of them is the human 
body), the generic, stylistic and typographic variety (if not polymedial-
ity, since Ulysses also contains some musical notation), as well as meta-
textuality and subversiveness demonstrated in the fact of “its seeming 
self-conscious awareness of itself as a written yet material artefact”.4 Thus, 
Ulysses appears as a new genre that evolved from the 19th century novel 
and the tradition of the epic and the Menippean satire. No matter, how- 
ever, how we classify Joyce’s works, one things is certain; both Ulysses and 
Finnegans Wake are books. Preoccupied with the creation of another textu-
al world and perhaps tired of theoretical discussions, finally Joyce resort-
ed to the simples, the most obvious term: I had written a book, he said – 
and now let critics worry for the next three hundred years what genre it is.

It is hard to determine to what extent he was inspired by another lit-
erary revolutionary Stéphane Mallarmé and his vision of the all-embrac-
ing Book, but undoubtledy, he knew and highly valued his poetry.5 Ad-
mittedly, the French symbolist left only a fragment of his grand Book, 
i.e., Un Coup de Dés, but both his poem and his theoretical divagations 

4 Jeri Johnson, op. cit. xix.
5 Cf. David Hayman Joyce et Mallarmé, Paris: Les Lettres Modernes, 1956; and Sam Slote The Silence in 

Progress of Dante, Mallarmé and Joyce, New York: Peter Lang, 1999.
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testify to his search of not only a new language but even a new kind or 
genre of literature that would emerge in effect of his pursuit. This is how 
he writes about this in his Preface to Un Coup de Dés6:

J’aurai, toutefois, indiqué du Poème ci-joint, mieux que l’esquisse, un « état » 
qui ne rompe pas de tous points avec la tradition; poussé sa présentation 
en maint sens aussi avant qu’elle n’offusque personne: suffisamment, pour 
ouvrir des yeux. Aujourd’hui ou sans présumer de l’avenir qui sortira d’ici, 
rien ou presque un art, reconnaissons aisément que la tentative participe, 
avec imprévu, de poursuites particulières et chères à notre temps, le vers 
libre et le poème en prose. Leur réunion s’accomplit sous une influence, je 
sais, étrangère, celle de la Musique entendue au concert; on en retrouve 
plusieurs moyens m’ayant semblé appartenir aux Lettres, je les reprends. 
Le genre, que c’en devienne un comme la symphonie, peu à peu, à côté du 
chant personnel, laisse intact l’antique vers, auquel je garde un culte et at-
tribue l’empire de la passion et des rêveries; tandis que ce serait le cas de 
traiter, de préférence (ainsi qu’il suit) tels sujets d’imagination pure et com-
plexe ou intellect: que ne reste aucune raison d’exclure de la Poésie – unique  
source.

Mallarmé is aware that he goes beyond the framework of poetry written 
so far and beyond its conventions, and that his poem originates a new 
phenomenon that he is not yet able to name, that he does not have to 
name and in fact, being a poet, he does not want to name. That is not 
his role, nor task, even though theoretical reflection was familiar to him

*

However, some writers undertake the challenge of naming the phenome-
na they themselves create. Ten years ago, during an exhibition of uncon-
ventional books in the Jagiellonian Library in Kraków, Dekada Literacka 
published Zenon Fajfer’s article “Liberature (appendix to a dictionary 
of literary terms)”7, in which he pondered what in fact is the writer’s 
medium8:

1.  Is language the only medium of literature? Or could an actual piece of pa-
per be such a medium as well, a piece of paper that the writer is going to 

6 Stéphane Mallarmé, “Préface”, Poésies et autres textes, Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 1998, p. 254 – 55.
7 Zenon Fajfer, “Liberatura. Aneks do słownika terminów literackich”, Dekada Literacka, 30 June 1999, no. 5 / 6 

(153 / 154), Kraków, p. 8 – 9.
8 Ibid, p. 8 – 9.
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cover with black writing? Or perhaps, for some important reason, the page 
should be black and the writing white? Who said that the colour of the page 
is deemed to be always white? It is only a convention that writers automat-
ically follow.

2.  Does the definition of form understood as “a particular way of ordering 
words and sentences” (…) also include the physical shape of letters and sen-
tences? Or does the word amount only to its sound and meaning (…)? 

3.  The above-mentioned Polish dictionary of literary terms defines “form” as 
an established model according to which particular literary works are creat-
ed and “literary work” as a meaningful creation in language (an utterance) 
fulfilling the criteria of literariness accepted in a given time and culture, and, 
in particular, the criterion of congruence with generally accepted standards 
of artistry. Do these definitions also encompass a reflection on the physical 
shape of the book? Do the shape and structure of the book constitute an 
integral part of the literary work, or are they only the concern of printers, 
desktop publishers, binders, and editors, and a matter of complying with 
generally accepted standards?

Fajfer stated that if the writer’s medium is language, then this must also 
include writing, and along with it, its visual-spatial features may also be 
significant for him. In conclusion he proposed to gather into one liter-
ary genre those works in which writers devise the whole book, including 
its typography, and call it liberature after Latin liber, or ‘book’. It is easy 
to notice that it could embrace the above mentioned works by Sterne, 
Mallarmé, and Joyce, and perhaps other similar cases.

The revision of the canonical division of literature into three major 
genres (or so-called kinds): poetry, prose and drama (with other gen-
res subordinate to them) resulted not from his in-depth theoretical stu- 
dies but from his artistic practice, especially our book written in the nine- 
tieth of the last century that we entitled Oka-leczenie (Eyes-ore). When 
his article was published, Oka-leczenie was still a manuscript; only its 
middle part, called Zenkasi, existed as a printed book (shown during the 
above mentioned exhibition in the Jagiellonian Library). There was also 
a model of the future book, but we managed to find a bookbinder willing 
and able to make a prototype only after the exhibition was closed. But 
a year later we had nine prototype copies to show to prospective pub-
lishers. Although the planned shape of the book was indeed unconven-
tional, it was positively not an artists’ book in our view, though initially 
it was compared to it. What was it for us then? Undoubtedly, literature. 
But literature slightly different from this usually created; it was literature 
that apart from searching the right words, also searched the right space 
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Il. 1. Zenon Fajfer, Katarzyna Bazarnik  
Oka‑leczenie prototype, Kraków 2000.

Il. 2. Zenon Fajfer, Katarzyna Bazarnik Oka‑leczenie, 
vol. 8 “Liberatura”, Kraków: Ha!art, 2009.

for them. And it has found a well-suited space in the form of the triple 
codex (a triple dos-à-dos, see photos 1 and 2 below).

It is worth noting that beside the unconventional book structure, 
Oka-leczenie contains so-called emanational narration devised specially 
for the story told in the book and called so by Fajfer since the text con-
sists of several layers, revealed only in reading. When the reader puts to-
gether all initials of all the words he will be able to discover a new text, 
and when he repeats the procedure several times on the newly decoded 
texts, he will be lead to discover one word hidden “at the bottom”, the 
word that has as if emanated the whole story. This is supposed to render 
fading or emerging consciousnesses of the heroes: a dying man in one 
part and a baby coming to the world in the other, represented so since 
they cannot consciously communicate with the outer world. This form 
suggests that they are in another dimension of reality.

When we devised such an unconventional shape for Oka-leczenie, we 
did not think what spatial and visual form would best reflect our con-
cept, but how to connect the three separate texts narrating three differ-
ent events, yet related to one another on some hidden plane and mutu-
ally determining one another. Finally, we came to the conclusion that 
the most adequate way to do that would be to show this through the 
book. It enables me to start reading from any volume, which underlines 
autonomy of each part, but simultaneously, due to its cyclical structure 
it suggests cyclicality of narration symbolising an uninterrupted circle 
of deaths and rebirths. So our inspiration was purely literary, and the  
theoretical questions were of secondary importance then.

However, some stir inspired by liberature, especially after the read-
ing room with such books and a publishing series were launched, have 
forced us to reflect in more depth on our understanding of liberature 
and what it can mean for scholars of literature, cultural studies and art 
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historians. Perhaps this is not a coincidence that the term appeared at 
the moment when the death of the printed book has been announced, 
and texts are mass digitised. Perhaps it was only when the text was “lib-
erated” in the cyberspace, that the so-called “remediation” has allowed 
us to notice the book as a potentially meaningful constituent (a semem, 
to use Wojciech Kalaga’s term) of the literary work. In the times of ab-
stract art, which exposes its very matter and materiality of the medium 
(in painting, sculpture and installations), and the interactive, concep-
tual art, which invites the audience to co-create a work (and the work 
of art appears relational and processual), drawing one’s attention to the 
existence of such literary works that display their “material foundation” 
seems more understandable. The clash between the two media: paper 
covered with print and electronic text, reveals such features of the book 
that let us describe it as a meaningful component of the literary form.

Interestingly enough, simultaneously with Fajfer’s proposal, J.A. Cud-
don’s The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms offered a description of 
the book as a peculiar punctuating mark. The typology of punctuating 
marks listed in the entry on punctuation names its eight levels: from a sin-
gle character (a letter) that punctuates the blank page, through contin-
ual script, interword spaces including a division into lines, paragraphs 
and stanzas, punctuation marks, particular words distinguished by kind, 
size and colour of typeface, etc., mise-en-page, pagination and arrange-
ment of the facing pages, divisions into parts, chapters, and subchap-
ters, introductions, afterwords, appendices, up to the book, that is the 
highest, the most comprehensive spatio-material form of arranging dis-
course.9 It is worth noticing that the classification refers to structuring 
discourse both by linguistic devices and by visual arrangement of graph-
ic signs in the space of the page, two facing pages and the whole codex. 
Hence, the definition opens up a possibility of investigating various book 
forms as interpretable “punctuation marks”. In analogy with differences 
in meaning of the sentences closed with the marks: . ! ?, a bound codex 
book, a book-in-the-box containing loose unbound pages, a scroll, and 
an e-book should be interpreted differently. These are, as we have seen, 
postulates of liberatic writers.

So liberature can be perceived as a literary trend that appeared at a spe-
cific time and space in response to mass digitisation and disembodiment 
of text. On the other hand, by pointing to the above mentioned writers 
as their ancestors and their work as a kind of protoliberature, it can be 

9 Cf. “Punctuation”, The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms, ed. J.A. Cuddon, revised and enlarged by 
C.E. Preston, London: Penguin, 1999, p. 712.
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seen as a stage in an evolution of literary forms that have already exist-
ed before, as for example, a continuation of the novel as a self-conscious 

“print-based genre” (to use Maurice Couturier’s phrase), or of modern 
poetry following the Mallarmean breakthrough and ancient visual po-
etry. It would be related to Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk and the mod-
ernist project of total work, fully controlled by the artist, as well as to 
the artists’ books emerging as a separate kind of art in those days. This, 
in turn, takes us back to Blake and his vision of artist’s “Printing House 
in Hell”, who creates the book as a bodily-spiritual being, a marriage of 
painting and literature, an artistic object resisting mass production but 
simultaneously aspiring to revolutionizing thinking of the masses. Ap-
proached from this perspective, liberature would constitute a new genre 
that, in accordance with Mallarmé’s intuition, would be distinguished 
among literary works in consequence of writers’ creative pursuit in con-
nection with their application of the resources of other arts and because 
they have enlarged the scope of rhetorical means available to them by 
including the space and form of the book.

Now we must clarify our stance on the concept of the literary genre. If 
one wants to describe liberature in terms of genre theory, it seems more 
useful to resort to its understanding in the Anglo-American literary theory.  
Though “genre” is usually translated into Polish as gatunek, it does not 
correspond in a straightforward way to how gatunek is traditionally un-
derstood, i.e., it is a sub-kind of rodzaj literacki, or a literary mode, kind 
or… genre; one of the three major categories among: prose, poetry, and 
drama. In the Anglo-American world such literary forms as sonnet, the 
epic, the detective novel, the memoir, and the reportage are referred to 
as genres. And liberature could easily be included in their dictionaries as 
yet another genre among many genres of writing.

But perhaps it would be even more useful to base our understanding 
of liberature as a genre on the prototype theory, appropriated into philo-
logical research by cognitive scholars, Lakoff and Lagnacker. Such under-
standing of the literary genre is discussed in Dirk de Geest and Hendrik 
Van Gorp’s article Literary Genres from a Systemic-Functional Perspective10. 
They see it in terms of a “fuzzy set” that contains elements closer or far-
ther from the prototype, or the ideal model (see fig.1).

10 Dirk De Geest, and Hendrik Van Gorp, “Literary genres from a systemic functional perspective”, Eu-
ropean Journal of English Studies, vol. 3, no. 1, 1999, p. 33 – 50.
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The fact that the ideal is unattainable, and the borders blurred does 
not mean that we cannot identify elements belonging to such a set since 
a number of features can be differentiated that are characteristic for a giv-
en genre. The ones close to the prototype would have more of them, 
hence they will be located closer to the centre in our diagram. Those 
furthest away from the centre could probably have only one generic fea-
ture, but “strong” enough to perceive the work as possibly a borderline 
case of the genre. To illustrate this let us use the example from the cit-
ed article. For instance, a sparrow would be more representative for the 
set “bird” than, say, a duck, an ostrich or a penguin. “Eventually, all ge-
neric categories are structured on the basis of one (in some cases possi-
bly more than one) ‘prototype’, an instance which functions cognitively 
as an optimal representation of the entire category”, write de Geest and 
Van Gorp. 11 In other words, such a paradigmatic prototype, function-
ing as a model for comparison for all the elements for which we would 
like to determine whether they belong to the set, can be defined as such 
an element that is the most representative for a given category. It would 
be so specific for the category that it would share a minimum number 
of features with other, related categories (sets). It is within this frame-
work that the sparrow is a closer approximation of the prototype “bird” 
than, “for instance, an emu, a bat or a model aeroplane” (ibid.). Since, 
as the Dutch scholars emphasise, how we define the bird is not rooted 
in an objectively existing reality but to a great extent depends on knowl-
edge of the subject attempting to define an object, as well as the domi-

11 Ibid., p. 40 – 41.

Fig. 1. A fuzzy set: elements closer to the centre are more similar to the ideal model,  
while those least resembling it are located at the peripheries.
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nant discourse and even institutional factors (ibid).12 So in such a frame-
work liberature would be gradational: stretching on a cline from works 
having most of the features described as liberatic to works that demon-
strate only few of them (cf. Wittgenstein’s family resemblance, and Lofti  
A. Zadeh’s fuzzy sets).  

For liberature Oka-leczenie could function as the prototype, as it was 
the first book deliberately referred to with this term and for which it 
was, in fact, coined. However, the concept turned out useful enough to 
be picked up, and gradually it came into use, since, as it seems, it can 
be used for a more adequate description of already existing or presently 
published works that demonstrate features shared with the above men-
tioned model. It was also described exactly as “useful” by Richard Kos-
telanetz, when he learnt about our work.13 He knew what he was talking 
about, since he has fought for many years with ignoring many writers 
whom he includes among “book art”, though scholars researching “the 
artist book” do not mention them at all while writing about an innova-
tive approach to the matter of the book.

Let us now distinguish these generic features of liberature whose pres-
ence enables us to classify a work as belonging to this category. It should 
be remembered, however, that we are dealing with a fuzzy set, therefore 
it is not essential to identify all the features listed below to count a work 
as liberatic. Besides, some of them are related to one another so there is 
some unavoidable overlap. Hence:

1.  non‑verbal and typographic means of expression, these are subjected to 
the verbal expression and include: typeface and lettering, mise-en-page or 
layout, blanks, other graphic elements (cf. various fonts and sign-poems  
in Oka-leczenie); 

2.  spatial structure of the text, often resulting in an unconventional book 
form, authorial structure of the book and authorial pagination, which 
Cuddon’s dictionary counts as “punctuating device” or a way of segment-
ing text in space (cf. the triple dos-à-dos structure of Oka-leczenie, the 
book-in-the-box of B.S. Johnson’s The Unfortunates; negative and pos-
itive pagination in Oka-leczenie; a missing chapter in Tristram Shandy 
marked by a gap in pagination);

12 These factors also play a part in considering liberature a literary genre, since the Liberature Reading 
Room run by Małopolska Culture Institute (as part of its library) and “Liberature” series of Korporac-
ja Ha!art Publishing House authorise it as a distinct literary phenomenon.

13 In a private e-mail correspondence. We quoted his words in Ha!art no. 15, 2003, devoted to liberature, 
but, alas, without mentioning the date. It is impossible now to establish it after our computer with the 
archived correspondence irreparably crashed.
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3.  iconicity, both pictorial and diagrammatic, that is iconicity of structures 
due to which the structure of a text or the book reflects the structure of 
the represented world; it can appear at various levels of the text, which 
an American literary scholar C.D. Malmgren labels “the iconic spaces”: 
the alphabetic, lexical, paginal, and compositional ones14 (cf. the ema-
national structure of text in Oka-leczenie);

4.  self‑reflexivity or metatextuality, what Jeri Johnson called in Ulysses 
“self-conscious awareness of itself as a written yet material artefact”, also 
including all narratorial comments reminding the reader that he is hold-
ing a particular text (just as it happens in Tristram Shandy, and partly in 
(O)patrzenie [ Ga(u)ze ] by Fajfer and the present author);

5.  hybiridity or polymediality, that is a combination of various media (var-
ious arts) in one work (an example can be provided by Blake’s illuminat-
ed poetry, Nowakowski’s books, and graphic elements in Oka-leczenie);

6.  interactivity and ergodic quality, the terms refer to a situation in which 
the reader determines the shape of narration, her active cooperation in 
giving a final shape to the work in the process of reading it (for exam-
ple, choosing the sequence in which one will read the sections (or lexias)  
of The Unfortunates, generating various versions of Queneau’s sonnets 
in Cent Mille Milliards de Poèmes, or discovering the hidden texts in 
Oka-leczenie);

7.  materiality: colour and kind of paper, or using another material (e.g., 
black and white pages in Oka-leczenie, a torn-off corner of the front cover 
in (O)patrzenie; a transparent sheet and glass used as a signifying medi-
um important for understanding the message of the text in another of 
Fajfer’s works, Spoglądając przez ozonową dziurę (Detect Ozone Whole 
Nearby); other examples include nontransparent and semitransparent 
paper and rock used in Andrzej Bednarczyk’s The Temple of Stone, in 
which these materials are important elements of the lyrical message; in 
all these cases their use is not only iconic since their materiality and the 
readers’ connotations also matter);

8.  medium specificity. In the case of works exploiting specific features 
of their medium, an intermedial translation is, in fact, impossible since 
transposing the text onto a different carrier distorts the work by depriv-
ing it of some crucial elements (just as a film adapatation of a novel is 
not the novel although it can give a pretty faithful account of its plot). 
This constitutes an inherent obstacle in digitising such works since spe-
cific features of their medium associated with their materiality and ico-

14 C.D. Malmgren, Fictional Spaces in the Modernist and Postmodernist American Novel. Lewisburg: Buck-
nell UP, 1985, p. 45–60.
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nicity are distorted or disappear altogether when only text and typogra-
phy can be displayed on the screen.

This last feature, i.e. an organic unity of a text with the form and 
structure of the material medium seems one of the key features of lib-
erature. In Bogdan Zalewski’s apt couplet, “When you give a different 
form / to these words, meaning is changed in those tomes”15, and what’s 
more, it is changed so radically that an author may find it hard to put 
his or her name under a version modified so much (unless it is the au-
thor who agreed to such a translation, but perhaps we would deal with 
a new work in this case).

*

Perhaps it is consistency in stressing the importance of the medium in 
writing and reading that is responsible for coining a paradoxical, oxymo-
ronic term “e-liberature” to refer to literature written in the electronic 
medium but displaying similar features as “material” liberature. Out of 
a range of features (as presented above) that last one was picked up and 
emphasised, and then used in reference to Radosław Nowakowski’s hy-
pertext novel The End of the World According to Emeryk16 and stretched 
to cover other unusual works, for instance, the kinetic version of Fajfer’s 
emanational poem “Ars poetica.” 17

Hence, it seems that critics using this term conceive of e-liberature as 
such e-texts that exploit the specificity of the electronic medium and the 
cyberspace in such a way that it were impossible to transpose them into 
another medium (for example, print) without a considerable modification 
of their meaning, that is works using non-verbal elements such as graph-
ics, sound and motion. However, if we consider the above mentioned 
generic features of liberature, especially materiality and spatial arrange-
ment of the text, it seems that “ordinary” e-literature has been described 
slightly too hastily as “e-liberature”. Since e-literature should be different 
from paper literature, hence also from liberature, insofar as it should ex-
ploit specific potential of the electronic medium, that is those features 
that are unavailable on paper or in any other material vehicle. Thus, 
scanned or otherwise digitised traditional literature available in the Inter-
net would not be considered e-literature (which seems identical with hy-

15 Bogdan Zalewski, “Liberatura”, Czytelnia Liberatury, Małopolski Instytut Kultury, Kraków 2008. Web. 
15 Feb 2010.

16 The term was first used by Mariusz Pisarski, the editor-in-chief of e-magazine Techsty.
17 It features as an example of e-liberature on Techsty website, issue no. 3 / 2007, <http: /  / www.techsty.art.

pl / magazyn / magazyn3.html.> 
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pertext), but only those works that were created in this medium and can-
not be transposed into another medium without some serious distortion.

One of these specific, nontransferable features is motion. Letters, 
words, and sentences can move on the screen, and arrange into constel-
lations whose structure can be dynamic and variable. Perhaps sound is 
another such quality. Both of them are present in Fajfer’s electronic poem  
Primum Mobile, in which emanational texts fold and unfold before the 
readers’ eyes, revealing their dynamic character, less perceptible in their 
immobile, printed form. The poem, included in ten letters18, a volume 
of liberatic poems composed for print in 2005, bridges in a special way 
the two, seemingly rival forms: print and electronic text. The poems in-
cluded in the printed part are dis-played in the paper space of the facing  
pages. In “Irriversibility” a little boy playing at the river bank throws ex-
clamation marks-sticks onto the white surface of the water-page. In “Ars 
lectoria” reading of a book reveals subtly and suddenly the fleshness and 
nudity of the pages, contributing to a specific eroticism of the poem.  
In “seven letters” the pages folded in half and quarter make the readers 
play with the text, which alternates between confirming or denying the 
role of chance in human life depending on a passage the readers uncov-
er or cover. This game with chance played with the use of typography 
and space reminds us of Mallarmé’s Un Coup de Dés. Finally, jokingly 
and subversively “Ars numerandi” foretells the end of… the electronic 
text, threatening with “critica1 S#stem êrror” if we keep using the prin-
ciple of “commutativity” uncritically and recklessly. Since treating elec-
tronic texts as interchangeable with their printed forms is nearly tanta-
mount to erasing the difference between “0” and “1”, the poet seems to 
suggest. This is exactly the unrealized danger of mass digitization of lit-
erature, and in its realization lies a chance for saving the printed book. 

(And yet
there is more and more uncertainty
not only about
commutativity)

(and that’s all our hope)19 

Here the word discloses its dualistic nature: it is simultaneously the sound 
and the image, a material and immaterial entity, an idea that constant-

18 Zenon Fajfer, dwadzieścia jeden liter / ten letters, Liberatura vol. 10 – 11, Kraków: Korporacja Ha!art, 2010.
19 Ibid. “Ars numerandi”, unnumbered page.



ly seeks its proper form. The tension between the printed book and the 
digital carriers is reflected even in geometrical forms: the rectangular vol-
ume includes a circular CD disk with the electronic record of Primum 
Mobile – a film-poem that needs a cinema, TV or computer screen to 
reveal its existence. The double presence of “Ars poetica” (due to its ti-
tle probably a programmatic expression of the poet) is not accidental: it 
opens the paper volume in its static form and in its dynamic one it be-
gins Primum Mobile.

Would, then, ten letters be a model prototype of e-liberature, an ex-
ample, despite the objections voiced in this article, of usefulness of even 
this term, and does it mean that the “Darwinian” evolution of genres 
would be going on?




